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Abstract 
New managers of small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) face an overwhelming array of information, messages, 
and competing stakeholder interests as they assume leadership of the SMEs. Characteristically, during the first 100 
days in office, a new manager undertakes an intensive process of making sense of the environment. The aim of the 
study is to clarify the elements of sensemaking from the perspective of a newly-hired President of an SME (i.e., a for-
profit private graduate school of business) in Asia. The new President was the focus of an in-depth interview to 
examine how he made sense of the assortment of information, ideas, and groups he encountered after taking on the 
leadership role. Preliminary results show that the new leader balanced a strong sense of self while methodically 
engaging multiple stakeholders, both inside and outside the organization. The findings provide new leaders a multi-
perspective view of the sensemaking process and contribute to current understanding of the process during the initial 
turbulent period of making sense of the organization. An enhanced understanding of the process is important since 
the initial months of sensemaking by a new manager form the foundation for strategic decisions in the future.  
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1. Introduction 
Small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) experience a revolving door of top executives to lead the 
organization. In light of a turbulent and constantly changing external environment, the organization must 
find the right fit between the new leaders and the current needs of the enterprise. The top executives face 
a variety of information, messages, and competing stakeholder interests as they assume leadership of the 
SMEs. In the first 100 days in office, a newly-minted leader undertakes an intensive process of making 
sense of the environment. The aim of the study is to clarify the elements of sensemaking from the 
perspective of a new President of an SME. The SME in this study is a for-profit graduate school of 
business in Southeast Asia that hired a new leader to lead the enterprise into the next level of excellence. 
In this paper, the titles manager, leader, and executive are used interchangeably. 
The new leader was interviewed to examine how he made sense of the assortment of information, 
ideas, and groups he encountered after assuming leadership. The early days of the new president is 
characterized by intense, complex, and complicated sets of concerns. Preliminary results show that the 
new leader balanced a strong sense of self while methodically engaging various stakeholders, both inside 
and outside the organization. The findings provide new managers a multi-faceted view of the 
sensemaking process and contribute to current understanding of sensemaking through the eyes of a new 
manager during a turbulent period of making sense of a new organization.  
2. Literature Review and Research Questions 
2.1. Literature review 
The topic of leadership sensemaking gained prominence with the publication of Karl Weick’s 1995 
book, Sensemaking in Organizations, where sensemaking is defined as the process in which a leader 
constructs order and makes retrospective sense of what occurs (Weick, 1995). Another perspective of 
sensemaking is that it is an “effort to create orderly and coherent understandings that enable change” 
(Luscher and Lewis, 2008, p. 222). It facilitates understanding of sudden shifts in the external 
environment, leading to an appropriate course of action. Thus, the focus of sensemaking is the process 
rather than the end results. 
 
In small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs), “a successful sensemaking process helps to define 
common goals, build an identity, and advance teamwork” (Brockman, 2011, p. 66). The method of 
carrying out a sensemaking activity can significantly influence the quality of decisions by leaders 
(Phillips & Battaglia, 2003). A study by Luscher & Lewis (2008) of an organization’s sensemaking 
activities points out that sensemaking is a mapping of a collaborative process of working through paradox 
faced by leaders and key personnel of the enterprise. Sensemaking is initiated when a group is suddenly 
confronted with a “mess” which is a complex issue that disrupts the status quo. The group responds by 
starting a series of questions to define the problem. Once the problem is clarified, the group faces a 
dilemma of choosing between alternative courses of action with associated costs and benefits. After 
making sense of the dilemma and choosing a certain course of action, the group is propelled into a 
paradox where a compromise is worked out to acquire the most benefits while incurring the least costs. 
Finally emerging from the paradox, the group arrives at a workable certainty at which point, there is 
clarity to the situation and appropriate decision-making actions are taken to initiate change. 
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Studies conducted by Phillips & Battaglia (2003) on the nature of sensemaking identified techniques to 
improve the quality of the process. While they observed some similarities in reasoning strategies of both 
novices and experts, they found that the experts drew more on their domain knowledge in order to arrive 
at personal inferences. Their findings suggest that the more experienced participants were action-oriented 
and engaged in the process with an end goal which influences results to their benefit (Klein, et al., 2002). 
Later findings indicate that sensemaking is a highly contextual activity. The more experience a person has 
acquired, the larger his repertoire of actions or routines from which he can draw to assist in sensemaking. 
A model put forward by Taylor and Van Every (2000) was central in the book The Emergent 
Organization, which Weick hailed as “one of the most important books about organizations to be 
published in the last 20 years” (Weick, 2001). Taylor and Van Every expanded the notion of the 
organization as understood through an on-going discussion, forming a complex interrelationship of 
activities and obligations. 
 
A study by Bolden (2007) of the development process of leaders in SMEs, revealed four main themes 
faced by SME managers: strategic concerns, human resource concerns, leadership concerns, and external 
issues concerns. It is interesting to note that the leaders regarded strategic change in a positive light and 
the survival of the organization as dependent on embracing change. SME leaders’ human resource 
concerns included the retention of a motivated and skilled workforce. The concerns revolved around the 
leaders’ focus on strategic outlook and coping with change. Finally, the managers’ external concerns 
dealt with interaction with multiple stakeholders.  
 
Leaders need emotional intelligence, self-awareness, capability to deal with cognitive complexity, and 
flexibility “to go between the ‘what is’ of sensemaking and the ‘what can be’ of visioning” (Ancona, 
2011, p. 5). More importantly, leaders must be able to engage people to support the decision and 
implement the change. Sensemaking is an indispensable process for leaders since change is a constant in 
organizational life. Furthermore, once leaders have a clearer view of the environment through 
sensemaking, they can engage in other leadership capabilities such as relating, visioning, and inventing. 
There are four underlying assumptions of sensemaking according to Brockman (2011). The first is that 
human beings continuously search for sense. Second, all individuals have the capability to make sense. 
Third, all individuals are social beings and have acquired a meaningful set of values and norms. Lastly, 
culture is a rational and coherent system of values and norms. These assumptions allow leaders to frame 
their sensemaking. 
 
In summary, sensemaking retains the simplicity of asking, “So, what is going on here?” The leader 
attempts to create a mental map in light of the complexity in the environment, which then leads to seizing 
opportunities both in the organization and the external environment (Moore, 2013). 
2.2. Research question 
The aim of the study is to clarify the elements of sensemaking as utilized by a new President of an 
SME in Asia during the first 100 days in office within the context of the sensemaking steps suggested by 
Ancona (2011). The research focused on the following question: Did the new leader’s sensemaking 
behaviors fall in the eight sub-categories of: (1) seeking out many types and sources of data, (2) deferring 
to expertise of individuals and groups, (3) being sensitive to day-to-day operations of the organization, 
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(4) encouraging the reporting of errors and paying attention to any failures, (5) learning from small 
experiments and trying something new to test the system, (6) acting not simply to overlay existing 
framework on the new situation, (7) putting the emerging situation into a new framework using images, 
metaphors, and stories to capture the key elements of the new situation, and (8) being aware and realizing 
the impact of his own behaviors in creating the environment in which he was working? 
3. Methodology 
3.1. Research goal 
The goal of the study is to investigate the process in which a new leader of a graduate school of 
business in Southeast Asia, with an annual budget of $14.72 Million and more than 200 personnel, makes 
sense of multiple issues, current events, organizational history, key decision makers, important 
stakeholders, and pressing decisions within his first 100 days in office. The research focused on the early 
turbulent months of the leader’s tenure because, as an outsider hired from another enterprise, he starts 
almost with a ‘tabla rasa’, which presented a unique opportunity to get a glimpse of sensemaking by a 
leader. Essentially, the research focused on themes and concerns the manager faced.  
3.2. Study subject 
The subject of the study is a new president of a higher-education institution in a Southeast Asian 
country. Prior to this appointment, the leader held various leadership positions in another institution in a 
different Asian country. The leader was educated in the United States and assumed executive positions in 
American universities before going to Asia. We investigated whether the new leader utilized the elements 
of sensemaking that Ancona (2011) proposed and attempted to document the sensemaking behaviors. We 
delimited the timeframe to the first 100 days in office since we believe that this initial turbulent time 
period is critical for clarifying and establishing the new executive’s leadership situation in the SME. 
3.3. Procedure 
The research method used was a semi-structured interview over several days and follow-up email 
exchanges. The leader received a copy of the questions prior to the interviews. The open-ended questions 
focused on the elements of sensemaking. A free-form expert content analysis of the responses to 
interview questions was conducted to determine the clustering of the SME leader’s major sensemaking 
concerns. The subject was assured confidentiality, anonymity, and voluntary participation in the research. 
All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and summarized by the researchers. 
4. Analyses and Results 
Following are findings for each element of sensemaking in the research: 
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4.1. Sources and types of data 
The subject saw himself open to various sources of information about the organization. He had just 
assumed the top leadership of a Southeast Asian educational institution, after years of holding similar 
positions in another Asian country. Thus, he was new to the organization and the culture.  
 
Within the first 100 days in office, he sought political, social, and cultural briefing from a senior 
American diplomat, who shared his thoughts on the “community, the politics, and about who can be 
trusted.” As a foreign national leading a local educational institution with a predominantly local staff, he 
was able to leverage his unique position among external information sources. He talked to the recruitment 
team that got him the position and the US expatriate community. The business community invited him to 
events, where he made regular rounds as part of research on his institution’s local reputation. He mingled 
freely among members of the local civic clubs. People outside the institution, who he contacted in 
advance of officially taking office, were, in his words, part of getting a sense of “an objective view of the 
school and potential for success.” The external sources he sought out contributed to shaping his 
sensemaking, which focused on the financial and fundraising health of the institution. His internal 
sensemaking took on an active, personalized networking process, as he chose his sources of information 
from ones he felt he could trust. Within the organization, he approached “loyal colleagues” and allowed 
himself to be mentored by one of the institution’s retired former presidents. He brought in a personal 
process of identifying those trusted colleagues, and “spent a lot of time with them.” He said that he was 
“more interested in stakeholders’ subgroups and their expectations, such as what the alumni expect and 
what the faculty think…and overall general opinions.” 
 
The intersection of the internal and external sensemaking gave him a sufficient view of the 
organization. He had financial and fundraising reports converted to dollars so that he could interpret them 
against international standards rather than using the local currency. Near the end of his first 100 days, he 
had a solid base of reliable sources with whom he could share his strategies and from whom he could gain 
feedback. He nurtured relationships with these “advisors” by regularly playing golf on weekends with one 
in particular. He sought legal experts for clarity on an ongoing court case, and was constantly feeling the 
pulse of certain senior faculty members for ongoing conversations on institutional issues. 
4.2. Types of expertise 
Early in his tenure, the subject identified three key areas for improving the school. These are 
fundraising, legal issues, and physical facilities construction. He held special meetings with accountants, 
lawyers, and auditors. The experts he sought were relevant to the projects and were well aware of the 
issues involved. 
 
He also looked to his own network to clarify goals. He contacted an architect he knew from his former 
institution in another Asian country about physical facilities. The American Chamber of Commerce 
provided another perspective to the strategies. He articulated his goals to the Chamber, bouncing off 
ideas, viewpoints, and expectations. 
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Culturally, the new country was not an intimidating environment for him. His expatriate years in the 
other Asian country had provided him a perspective on how to navigate unfamiliar cultural practices and 
make sense of these from a global leadership standards vantage point. 
 
An incident he shared related to his understanding of the differences between the Chinese concept of 
“lucky money” and the local culture’s propensity for gift giving. In his previous post in China, he had 
been permissive about “lucky money,” a firmly rooted tradition among the Chinese that is supposed to 
ward off evil spirits on special occasions, such as the Chinese New Year. The local culture’s gift-giving 
fervor during Christmas season, on the other hand, became uncomfortable for him. He received gifts from 
employees that challenged the ethical obligations of his post. After seeking advice from trusted outsiders, 
he issued a memo advising all employees that he won’t be accepting gifts due to international standards 
and that anything offered to him will be raffled during the Christmas party. This was his example of 
“refusing reciprocity,” which one of his cultural advisors, a senior administrator of the School, was 
impressed that he pulled it off. The subject showed priority for organizational culture rather than national 
culture. 
4.3. Sensitivity to day-to-day operations 
After the sensemaking phase from the external community in terms of feedback, advice, expectations, 
and initial feel of the organizational culture, the subject focused on the operational phase. He delegated 
curriculum development to deans and senior faculty members, allowing free rein on curriculum 
development, courses, classes, recruitment, graduations, and other pedagogical aspects of the operations. 
He shifted his focus on business development and created a new fundraising vice-president position, after 
identifying a gap in this function. He formed a management committee and promoted some faculty 
members and deans to vice-presidents. He reduced the usual three-hour weekly management committee 
meetings to one-and-a half hours.  
 
Another operational issue that surfaced after his review of existing facilities was the need for physical 
facilities construction. An example is the noise level of passing motorcycles permeating the rooms, 
leading him to conclude the need for soundproofing. His awareness of his environment was a rich source 
of change ideas.  
4.4. Reporting errors and paying attention to failures 
The subject expected criticisms during open meetings. He mentioned transparency, openness, and 
honesty as personal qualities in light of criticisms at open forums. However, he was not one to offer up 
himself to bad raps. He listened to aired criticisms, but “only if they were constructive and positive.” He 
facilitated this culture within the management committee as they worked together in the early days of his 
presidency. They discussed and analyzed the weak areas of the organization. He found this “a very 
natural process.”  
 
“There had to be reporting areas - where are we weak, what do we have to fix, where we are now, 
where are we headed, and how do we fill those gaps? That encouraged open discussion and some people 
in the room were responsible for some of the weaknesses. Obviously, we all were. So I don’t see that it 
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was difficult. That’s the point of bringing me here – to identify what the problems are and so that was 
kind of natural. I’m very open to that,” he said.  
4.5. Trying something new 
The leader joined an organization with an existing “profit philosophy.” Business people previously 
headed the school and a business-oriented board approved processes. In his view, bottom lines were a 
constant focus of the school. Finding the relentless accounting contrary to his view of running a school, 
he instituted changes. 
 
He was against the previous practice of giving employees raises only if there had been enough profit 
for the year. He saw this inimical to the idea of performance-driven compensation, and demoralizing to 
“this person down the hall (is) doing this paperwork who doesn’t have any control on the profit.” 
 
He worked on what he called the school’s “local mentality on its worth.” He found the prevailing 
tuition fees shockingly low, and proposed they be doubled. He floated the idea with the board, which 
approved the move, though it was not fully implemented. He continued seeking feedback and some 
labeled his decision “too bold and too strong.” His response was to find other means to attain financial 
targets. He drafted a three-year plan to replace the originally proposed radical tuition fee hike, despite the 
board’s support. He recognized that he had “asked far too much,” and appreciated the board’s confidence 
in his expertise. He set his financial targets with lighter, constructive solutions and recognized the 
implications of doubling tuition fees, such as student recruitment challenges. He proposed offering 
scholarships as a yield effort to improve quality.  
4.6. Mindfulness of one’s mental framework 
The subject noted a strong sense of his own background - five academic degrees and diverse work 
experience, broadened by expatriate years in different Asian countries. However, he did not simply 
overlay his knowledge and experience to his new leadership position. His academic and leadership 
credentials served him well in the first 100 days in office. Based on solid sensemaking experience, he 
formed his strategies with feet firmly planted in the realities of the new organization he was leading. He 
tailored these to the organizational needs he identified as part of his “managing by walking”, which 
included meeting with various stakeholders and consulting experts. He sensed that as a strategist, input 
from other people are important, and it is not prudent to always “play by ear.” He attributes his 
adaptability to his experience in different settings, adding, “I did not come from just one place.” 
4.7. Images, metaphors, and stories  
“In this role, I’m very much a delegator and I’d like to empower people. I write books, I teach, etc., 
but I didn’t come here to do those things. I came here to build the reputation. And I guess, the role of a 
President is more of a facilitator not a doer,” he noted. 
 
A metaphor he used was that of an orchestra conductor. “Give all the players their jobs and support 
them. Maybe I pick the music, but they have to do the work, they have to learn the music and to play the 
instrument,” he said. 
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He added that handling dissenting employees and dealing with tensions beg for “individual rehearsals” 
that he personally oversees. He recalls an employee who has shown consistent disruptive behavior during 
meetings, raising points that dwelled on the mistakes of his predecessor. He shunned this behavior and 
called him into his office. “A conductor doesn’t worry about the past mistake but worries about the future 
sound,” he explains.  
 
“A lot of the role of the conductors is facilitating, empowering, practicing and readying, and the final 
performance for me is the end of my contract.” He compared his day-to-day sensemaking to “staying in 
tune.” He had stepped into the organization having “to learn the music” and now he is “getting harder 
music to play as we go along.” 
4.8. Impact of behavior on sensemaking 
The subject had a proactive approach to sensemaking by getting feedback about his performance. He 
asked around 85 people to formally evaluate him through a 360-assessment process. He attributes his 
self-awareness to his training as a psychologist, saying, “I wanted to identify where I stood with the 
subgroups.” 
 
He included among his evaluators those people who asked most about what he was up to. He also 
added a space for writing down responses in the evaluations. He was aware of the organizational 
tendency to resist change introduced by a new leader, and being a psychologist, he knew the difficulty of 
obtaining dissenting views. However, by formalizing a feedback mechanism and showing openness for 
evaluations, he put in place his version of sensing his impact in the organization. 
5. Discussions and Future Research 
The research provided a glimpse of a manager’s sensemaking process and found support for the 
elements of sensemaking suggested by Ancona (2011). The findings provide enhanced understanding of 
the concept of sensemaking from the perspective of a new manager during his first 100 days in office. 
The early days in office form the foundation for future strategic decisions. The leader in this research 
utilized a wide array of information from multiple sources and stakeholders, both inside and outside the 
organization. He was keenly aware not to simply superimpose his existing mindscape of how to lead; 
rather, he adapted while working within his core set of values (e.g., excellence, high ethical standards). A 
key finding is that although there are a multitude of information, people, constituencies, and expertise 
areas in a new leader’s environment, a strong sense of one’s self is critical in avoiding the pitfall of 
forcing one’s existing framework. Instead, a self-aware leader adopts a process of co-creating a different 
framework from which the organization can have a sense of renewed identity and move in a possible 
future that has been thoughtfully sensed and imagined. The research showed how a new manager 
balanced a strong sense of self while methodically engaging multiple stakeholders both inside and outside 
the organization. A practical implication to managers is that new leaders could use a multi-perspective 
view of the sensemaking process. The research findings add to current understanding of sensemaking 
through the eyes of a new manager during the initial turbulent period of making sense of a new 
organization. 
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6. Limitations and Future Research 
While this research generated key findings on sensemaking in an organization, there are limitations to 
the research generalizability. The first is that this is a case study of one leader; thus, applicability of 
findings to other types of leaders is limited. This limitation could be addressed by expanding the research 
to include sensemaking by the leader’s colleagues, superiors (e.g., board members), and staff. Another 
limitation is that the study is within the context of a higher education institution in Asia, which may limit 
generalizability to other types of SME organizations, such as high-tech multinational companies or large 
SMEs in western countries. This could be remediated by expanding the target research population using a 
randomized sampling of organizations within an industry. A third limitation is that the findings are self-
reports and qualitative responses to semi-structured interview questions. This could be mitigated by the 
development of an instrument to measure the various aspects of sensemaking. 
 
In light of the above-mentioned limitations, planned future research directions include a broader 
sample of leaders in several types of SMEs using a validated instrument and reports by a leader’s 360-
degree groups of stakeholders, which may consist of colleagues, subordinates, board members, and 
persons outside the organization. Finally, Maitlis & Sonenshein’s (2010) recent article on sensemaking in 
times of organizational turbulence inspired the authors to consider further research on sensemaking 
during the normal day-to-day work of leaders in SMEs. Implications of the findings to managers of 
SME’s include the clarification of their own personal experience in the initial months of their tenure. 
Further, leaders and managers could continue their sensemaking during periods of lull and everyday 
business operations when there are no dramatic events or turbulence in the organization and the industry 
in which the SME’s are embedded. In conclusion, this preliminary study provides another dimension for 
further research in the still developing theory of sensemaking. 
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